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Multiculturalism  Multiculturalisme 


Government 
Publication: 


A GUIDE TO WORKING WITH 
LAOTIAN REFUGEES 


To 


FOREWARD 


This booklet has been prepared in order to 
help Canadians who are working with Laotian 
refugees. It gives a brief account of their 


background, customs and habits. 


We can only give generalizations here which 
may not apply to each and every individual 


Laotian. 


Much of this material is based on data 
provided by the Lutheran Immigration and Refugee 
Services and the National Tndochinese Clearing 
House of the United States. Their assistance is 


hereby gratefully acknowledged. 
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A BRIEF HISTORY 


The Laotian people are believed to have originated in China near 


the Yangtze River. Their culture goes back over 2,000 years. 


Over the years, Laos, as a monarchy, was besieged by the Chinese, 
the Japanese, the French, the Thai's, the Vietnamese and the 


Cambodians. 


Within this century, although the Japanese occupied Laos briefly 
between 1941-45, the French, who occupied Laos for more than 50 years, 
were the most dominant foreign influence until the Laotians secured 
their independence in 1953. During this period, French language and 
culture were introduced and some wealthy Laotians even sent their 


children to schools in France. 


When the war with the Japanese ended, different factions 
struggled to control Laos - the Communist Pathet Lao which was linked 
with the North Vietnamese, a neutralist faction and the Royalist 
forces. The situation became so confused that Hmongs found themselves 
fighting alongside both the Communist and Royalist factions although 
they chiefly identified with the conservative Royalists who were 


supported by American military equipment and advisors. 


Thousands of families were uprooted and driven from their homes 
as the conflict continued. Finally, a temporary peace came when the 
Pathet Lao and the Royalist forces signed a ceasefire agreement in 


1972. This was followed by an agreement to set up a coalition 
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government. In 1975, however, the Pathet Lao came into violent 
disagreement with the coalition and quickly seized sole control of 
national power. This triggered further migrations of refugees, many 
of whom fled to Thailand. . 


Life in the refugee camps is generally dreary. In the words of 
one refugee: "....Life is boring here. There is nothing todo. All 
but a few of us are longing to be accepted by a third country so we 


ean start living and working again....Canada is one of our choices." 


THE LAOTIAN PEOPLE: AN OVERVIEW 
Ethnic Groups 
Laotians may be divided into three main ethnic groups. 


Lao. Of the three major ethnic groups in Laos, the Lao are the 
most dominant and influential. Most of them are rural, as are the 
other groups. They principally live in river valleys and engage in 
rice farming. They also grow tobacco, straw and other minor crops. 
Most Laotians live in home-made wooden houses. A few, principally 
government officials and merchants, live in houses with plastered 


walls and tile roofs. 


Hmong. An estimated 500,000 Hmongs live in Laos. These people 
came to Laos from China about 150 years ago and so have closer ties 
than the other groups. Most of them are spread over the mountain 
areas. They are in the process of drifting southward. Since they are 
in such vast numbers and yet have no territory of their own, they have 
been in a state of unrest for centuries. The largest group is settled 
in Xieng Khouang province. They rigidly retain their distinctive 


culture and traditions. 


Khmu. The Khmu are located in the foothills. They carry on both 
wet rice farming and mountain rice horticulture. The Khmu are a 
political minority. They have borrowed much from the Lao but have not 


adopted Buddhism. They follow a form of animism. 
The Language 


The Laotian language is a tonal language having six tones in 
normal spoken usage. It is written in an oriental script rather than 
in Roman characters. The Laotian written language is almost 
completely phonetic and has 32 consonants and 28 vowels. While this 
may seem a little formidable, some of the consonants have the same 
sound but are used to indicate different tonal qualities and, 


consequently, different meanings. 


The Laotian language is spoken by most of the 3,000,000 


inhabitants of Laos. 


Besides Laotian, Pali is used, but it is mainly confined to the 
Buddhist community as the sacred language of Therevada Buddhism, 


although it is also preserved as part of the secular vernacular. 


Quite a few Laotians who live in the cities speak French. 


Names 


In conversation names are used in the same order as ours but the 
last name is not commonly used except under very formal 
circumstances. Even those in high positions are normally referred to 
only by their first names. After marriage, it is customary for the 
wife to take her husband's last name. However, she may choose to 
retain her own name, or, in some unusual cases, the husband may take 


the last name of the wife. 
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In writing the family name is generally written first, followed 


by at least two more names, the last of which is the first name. 


FAMILY, RELIGION AND SOCIAL VALUES 


Family Structure. The average Laotian household in towns and 
cities consists of a married couple and their unmarried children. In 
the rural areas, households are liable to include the grandparents, 
married children and their families. A rural household may contain as 
many aS 15 people, usually because the house is larger, for economic 
reasons or because they enjoy closer family ties. The average Laotian 


family has four or five children. 


The husband makes major decisions for the family but the wife is 


generally in charge of budgeting. 


Girls are more strictly supervised than boys. A girl's character 


must be above reproach to be fully eligible for marriage. 


Financial aid to an immediate family member or relative is a part 
of the Laotian family system. This family social security system 
extends into village life. “There is a social servicerapparavus oF 
sorts. Old people and the sick do not lack attention although they 


may have no family to care for them. 


Modern clinics exist in some parts of Laos but most Laotian women 


bear their children at home. 


Marriages, though normally arranged by the family of the groom 
approaching the family of the bride, are not usually forced against 
the will of the couple. The practice of arranged marriages is 


disappearing from the cities. 


Divorces are uncommon and not well regarded. 
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Laotians are becoming more aware of family planning. Birth 


control devices are gradually becoming accepted. 


Religion. The dominant religion in Laos is Therevada Buddhism. 
The average Laotian, particularly those from the rural areas, has a 
very close identification with his faith. Every village of any size 
has a pagoda or shrine with the bonzes (monks) being drawn from the 


local population. 


Traditionally, Laotians either go to the Pagoda each morning to 
offer prayers, or wait at home for a visiting bonze. Bonzes are not 
permitted to own anything and depend on offerings from the villagers 


for food and even the smallest thing. 


Although missionaries have been active in Laos, very few Lao 
adopted the Christian faith. Christianity was looked upon as the 
religion of the French colonists and of the Vietnamese whom the French 
imported to carry out administrative duties when the Lao refused to 
cooperate with the French. Missionaries, however, experienced more 


success with ethnic hill tribes, particularly among the Hmongs. 


Position of Men and Women. In line with Confucian tradition, the 
male elders in a family command the greatest respect. The younger is 
submissive to the elder. The head of the lineage often makes the 
final decision in family matters. The wife is dutiful and respectful 
towards both her husband and his parents. Nevertheless the wife has 
charge of the budget and ultimately wields considerable influence in 


the family. 


Child Care and Training. Laotian parents seldom punish their 
children physically. A firm tone is used which is meant to remind a 
child of his or her place. A boy is soon taught that his position is 
superior. Older boys often expect to be served or waited on by their 


sisters and younger siblings. 
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The birth of a baby, whether boy or girl, is a happy event, 
accompanied by various celebrations and ceremonies. The birth of the 
first son, however is important as it ensures continuity of the family 


name. 


It is expected that older girls will help to look after the 
younger ones in the family. Even older brothers are called upon to do 
this and may be seen squatting for long periods by a younger child who 


is playing. 


Personal Hygiene: Sometimes a Laotian mother will wash or wipe a 
child's tongue with a lemon and salt solution until it is old enough 


to brush its own teeth. 


Clothing. The Laotian child's clothing resembles what is worn in 
Canada, although instead of wearing dresses, the girls tend more 
frequently to wear a blouse and loose pants which resemble pyjamas. 
Babies may not always wear diapers. Little children are not used to 
wearing socks and shoes. Often they play outside barefooted in warm 
weather. At first, the children may have difficulty getting used to 


wearing footwear all day long. 


Personal Characteristics and Social Patterns. 


Class Structure: Many Laotians take class distinctions and status 
quite seriously. Upper-class Laotians may not wish to associate with 
members of a lower class or allow their children to play together. 
Class structure is strong in Laos where the four main occupational 


segments of society are the government, the bureaucracy, the clergy 


and the peasantry. The commercial and professional segments are 
peripheral and have been concentrated for some time in the hands of 


the Chinese and Vietnamese. Recently, the Lao has shown more interest 


in these undertakings. 


Formality. If you invite a Laotian to dinner or a party, he may 
feel obliged to initially refuse. However, if you repeat the 
invitation two or three times, he will be convinced of your sincerity 


and may accept. 


When a Laotian treats, he expects to pick up the check or to pay 


the price. "Dutch treat" invitations are uncommon among Laotians. 


Even at informal dinners, the younger and lower status 
individuals will not begin eating before their elders or "superiors" 


have begun. 


Social Harmony. Laotians generally dislike confrontation. They 
are not likely to say "no" easily. Consequently, a “yes" from a 
Laotian may not necessarily mean that he agrees with you or 


understands your English; he may simply be trying to be polite. 
Protocol/Inter-personal Relations. Laotians usually conduct 
conversations in a quiet, low tone. They respect those who show 


themselves to be gentle, amiable, polite and courteous. 


Laotians also tend to settle issues without recourse to legal 


documents, lawyers and courts. 


Do not shake hands with a woman unless she offers her hand first. 
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It is easier for a Laotian to understand you if you speak in a 


soft or medium tone, and not too quickly. 


When meeting a Laotian family for the first time, always greet 


the family head and older people first, then the children. 
Here are some additional points of a personal nature. 


Personal Conduct: As a Buddhist, the Laotian generally follows a 


life of non-violence. Crimes against another person are quite rare. 


Body Gestures: The social kiss is uncommon in Laos and may be 


considered distasteful. 


A slap on the back is also considered rude except between close 


friends. 


Similarly, do not put your hand on the head of a Laotian child 


unless you are a close friend of the parents. 

Do not wave at a Lao to motion him towards you. This gesture is 
not favorably looked upon for it is used to call an animal or a small 
child. . 

Pointing at a person is considered rude. 


Smoking and drinking are not common among Laotian women. 


Recreation and Entertainment are highlighted by soccer which is 


the most popular spectator sport in Laos. Movies are popular. 


Sanitation: Facilities and services are limited in various parts 
of Laos. The Laotian refugee, therefore, may have to have garbage 


disposal, local garbage pick-up and burning ordinances explained to 


him. 


Because flush toilets are not common in Asia, children may become 


frightened by the modern flush toilet and should be shown how it 


works. 


Banking: The head of the refugee family may appreciate being told 


about basic banking procedure as well as the bank's many services. 


Culture shock often affects refugee families. Of course, they 
would prefer living in Laos if conditions were right. Culture shock 
usually occurs within six to 12 months. Refugees are suddenly faced 
with the realization of the total difference between their world as 
they once knew it and the world in Canada. Reaction may range from 
an over-enthusiastic embrace of everything Canadian to a 


dissatisfaction with everything. 


The second potential period of crisis generally falls one and a 
half to two years after the refugees arrive. They begin to realize 
that they will never go back home and the total separation from native 
land, family, friends and religion begins to weigh heavily upon them. 
They may feel that they will never cope with life in Canada. This may 
lead to a period of total frustration and alienation which may affect 
behaviour patterns at work and at home. Usually, the mood will pass 


with time and understanding. 


Women in culture shock suffer just as critically. The husband 
and younger children go to work or school while the wife is left alone 
coping with a new kind of housekeeping, relative isolation from her 
usual marketplace shopping, and feeling like a stranger towards her 


neighbours. 
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Back home, Laotian women would also have extensive social 
contacts. Her neighbors would drop in at will, but little of this 
occurs in Canada. Back home, as well, she never worried about baby 
sitters. Someone was always willing to baby sit for her and no one 


would ever dream of charging for this service. 
SCHOOLING AND EDUCATION 


Education is highly prized by Laotians, especially because of the 
class structure built into society. An education means a more 


profitable position and social prestige. 


Education in Laos was organized along the lines of the French 
school system. Completion of 12 years of elementary and secondary 
school led to the baccalaureate examination which qualified those who 


passed for entrance to colleges and universities in Laos or abroad. 


In Laotian villages where there are pagodas, the local bonze 
assumes the role of teacher if no school exists. Elders may often 
teach as well. The bonzes have a deep influence on the population. 


From early childhood, boys are encouraged to confide in the bonze. 


In Canada: If children are of school age, it may be just as well 
not to rush them into the shock of a different school with a different 
language. Refugee children should be allowed to stay home for a few 


weeks to become better accustomed to the new environment. 


Children under the age of 12 will generally adapt to the Canadian 
school system within a few months. Teenagers may take longer to 


adjust because of language difficulties. 
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It may be advisable to start children in school ata grade or two 
lower than that appropriate to their chronological age, with the 
possibility of allowing them to take two grades a year when they have 
sufficient language and background to move ahead. Special language 


assistance may solve the problem. 


The older the child, the more self-conscious he is likely to be 
about his language deficiencies, and he may tend to act as if he 


understands even though he does not. 
CLIMATE AND LIVING CONDITIONS 


One of the biggest adjustments refugees will face, particularly 
older people, is the cold winter weather. Laotians come from a 
country with a tropical monsoon climate giving a year-round 
temperature of between 68 and 98 degrees Fahrenheit. Some refugees 


may have to be advised as to how to dress for the cold. 


On the basis of the living conditions they left behind in Laos, 
many refugees will be quite satisfied to live in small apartments. A 
family of six or eight, for example, might not obdject to starting life 


in Canada in a two-bedroom flat. 


In cities and towns, the average Laotian family would occupy 
three rooms - one for the parents, another for female children and 
another for male. Back home the Laotian frequently sleeps in his 


street clothes in cooler weather as blankets are not often needed. 


Laotians will also have to be shown how to operate a thermostat 
in winter. They may also need help in learning how to operate various 


appliances, particularly washers and dryers. 
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FOOD AND A BASIC SHOPPING LIST 


Food is usually consumed seated on the floor around a mat on 
which plates of food are laid out. Spoons, chopsticks, and fingers 
are used. In the city, an increasing use of knives and forks is 
evident. Hands are washed before and after meals. Usually the senior 
member of the family starts the meal and the people around the mat 
leave when they are finished. Each individual usually gives thanks 
for the meal after he has finished. The main component of the Laotian 
diet is glutinous rice which is usually prepared by steaming it. The 
remainder of the meal is well balanced with fish, meat, vegetables, 


and fruit. Laotian food is usually spicy. 


A BASIC SHOPPING LIST FOR A LAOTIAN FAMILY 


Long Grain Rice 

Glutinous Rice (also called sweet rice or sticky rice) 

Fish, including shellfish and crustaceans 

Chicken, including giblets 

Pork (Warn the Laotian to cook it well. Some Laotian dishes use rare 
pork since Trichinosis does not occur in Laos.) 

Beef, including tripe 

Eggs 

Vegetables (Beans, Lettuce, Cabbage, Carrots, Radishes, Tomatoes, 
Green Peppers, Mushrooms, and some Squashes are familiar to 
Laotians. ) 

Bread (French or Italian) 

Butter and Jam 

Cereals (Since these are not normally eaten by the Laotians, Rice- 
and Corn-based cereals are the best to start with.) 
Chinese Noodles 

Fish Soy ("Tiparos" or "Phillipines Fish Sauce") 


Soy Sauce (Maggi is a popular brand with Laotians.) 
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Sugar 

Salt and Pepper 

Citrus Fruit Juices 

Fresh Limes 

Tea (Chinese Restaurant or Kee Mun will be liked.) 

Coffee (Nescafe is the most familiar western-style coffee to 


Laotians..). 
THE LAOTIAN WORK FORCE AND ECONOMY 


Much of the Laotian work force and economy is agrarian. Only in 


recent years has intensive industry been introduced. 


Relationships between employers and workers were traditionally 
paternalistic. Most small enterprises were family undertakings and 
usually completely staffed by relatives. Many of the Chinese minority 


worked in enterprises of this kind. 


Women constituted a large part of the labour force. Many of them 
had to support children as their husbands or male relatives were 


drafted into military and other kinds of service. 


In the retail industry, there was no such thing as a "fixed 
price" such as we know it in Canada. Everything, whether it be a 
bunch of radishes or an appliance, was subject to bargaining. The 
Laotian will need to be told of the fixed price tradition affecting 


most retail goods in Canada. 


POLITICAL ORIENTATION 


Most Laotians know little about government and democratic 
representation. Their first loyalty is to family and village. But 
refugees who lived in cities and towns are more familiar with 


constitutional concepts and democratic ideals. 


Spl 


As for the rural people, many of them often felt that the less 
they had to do with government the better, for government represented 


authority and possible taxes. 
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